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POINT-OF-SALE MARKETING MATERIAL
PRESENCE AND VIEWABILITY
VERIFICATION SYSTEM AND METHOD

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This mvention relates to a system and method for veri-

tying the presence, absence or obstruction of a point-of-sale
marketing display.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Point-of-sale marketing materials are provided to retailers
by the manufacturers or distributors of goods and services.
The point-of-sale marketing materials can include merchan-
disers that are not owned by the retailer but are contracted
to be placed 1n various positions within the retail establish-
ment. The merchandisers can include shelves for supporting,
the manufacturers’ products and traditional paper labels or
clectronic labels that convey pricing or other marketing or
promotional information to a prospective customer. A micro-
processor can be provided 1n conjunction with an electronic
display to control a display on a display panel of the
clectronic label. The electronic labels can include capacitor
plates that are positioned 1n close, non-contact relation with
a conductor that extends along the edge of the shelf and 1s
connected through a data distribution network to a central
data transmission source. The existing systems allow pricing
information on the shelves of the merchandiser to be readily
modified from a central control station that may be located
in an oflice i1n the store.

Manufacturers of the goods displayed on the merchan-
diser often arrange contractually with the retailer to sell
some or all of the products under promotions or other sales
that may aflect the revenue obtained from the sale of the
products. The manufacturer may agree with the retailer to
accept a reduced amount of revenue per product sold at the
promotion or sale price on the assumption that the reduction
in revenue per product will be made up by the increased
quantity of products sold, or by less tangible benefits such as
increased goodwill with the customers. When a manufac-
turer of a product has many of these remotely controllable or
manually modifiable point-of-sale merchandisers distributed
at retailers over a wide region, 1t i1s often necessary to
employ a large sales force to physically travel to the retail
establishments for the purpose of changing and/or veritying
the point-of-sale displays. In addition to the expense of
employing a large sales force, manufacturers of goods that
rely on point-of-sale merchandisers often encounter prob-
lems 1n verifying that contractually agreed upon promotions
or sales are actually being displayed, and that the displays
are positioned as agreed upon for optimum viewability by
potential customers. The point-of-sale marketing materials
are known on occasion to be removed, destroyed or covered
up by competitors, customers and even the retailers despite
contractual obligations.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In view of the above-noted problems with conventional
merchandising systems, a system for monitoring viewability
of a display 1s provided that includes a point-of-sale display,
at least one sensor that detects at least one of presence,
placement and viewability of the display, and a central
processing unit that receives an output from the sensor and
compares the output with a predetermined value to deter-
mine 1f an abnormal condition affecting viewability of the
display exists.
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In one embodiment of the invention, the system for
monitoring viewability of a display includes a sensor that
detects the positioning of the display. In another embodi-
ment of the invention, the system includes a sensor that can
detect whether the display is at least partially covered or
obstructed 1n a manner that would affect the viewability of
the display.

A method of veritying the viewability of a display accord-
ing to an embodiment of the ivention includes monitoring
a sensor positioned on the display to detect at least one of the
orientation of the display, the location of the display or the
presence ol an object blocking viewability of at least part of
the display. A signal 1s output from the sensor to a central
processing unit, and the signal from the sensor 1s compared
with a predetermined value to determine whether an abnor-
mal condition aflecting viewability of the display exists. An
alarm signal can be produced when the signal output from
the sensor differs from the predetermined value sufliciently
to indicate an abnormal condition aflecting viewability of
the display.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention, as well as other features and advantages
thereof will be best understood by reference to the detailed

description of the specific embodiments which follows,
when read 1n conjunction with the accompanying drawings,
in which:

FIG. 1 15 a flow chart 1llustrating the steps mvolved 1n an
embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 2 1s a schematic illustration of an embodiment of the
invention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

A point-of-sale display 1n a retail establishment can be 1n
the form of a merchandiser 10 that 1s not owned by the
retailer, but that 1s provided by the manufacturer of goods
under contract to the retailer for the purpose of displaying
and selling the manufacturers goods. The merchandiser can
be a self-contained unit or simply a portion of the retail
establishment’s display infrastructure. The merchandiser
can also include conventional printed price displays, or
preferably electronic sign media such as computer driven
flat panel displays or modifiable “electronic paper” having
displays made from electric field sensitive materials such as
clectrophoretic materials, as described 1n U.S. Pat. No.
6,118,426, which 1s herein incorporated by reference. The
point-of-sale marketing materials provided on the merchan-
diser may include remotely controllable electronic labels
that allow pricing information on shelves of the merchan-
diser to be readily modified from a central control station
that may be located in an oflice i the store or elsewhere. It
would be desirable for the manufacturers of the goods
displayed on the merchandiser to be able to verily that the
point-of-sale marketing materials are present and positioned
for optimum viewability by potential customers, as can be
contractually agreed upon with the retailer. A system and
method according to an embodiment of the invention moni-
tors the viewability of the point-of-sale display by providing
one or more sensors 12 on or 1n close proximity to the
merchandiser 10 that can remotely communicate with other
systems to verily the presence, placement and viewability of
the point-of-sale marketing materials. As shown schemati-
cally 1n the block diagram of FIG. 2, a central processing
unit 14 such as a microprocessor can also be provided to
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receive output from the sensor 12 and compare the output
with a predetermined value to determine if an abnormal
condition aflecting the viewability of the display exists. A
communication device 18 can also be provided in conjunc-
tion with the central processing umt 14 such that an alarm
signal produced by an alarm portion 16 of the central
processing unit 14 upon determining that an abnormal
condition affecting the viewability of the display exists, can
be communicated by the communication device 18 to a
remote recipient or storage device 20 for future reference.

The system and method for monitoring viewability of the
display can include at least one sensor 12 that detects the
position of the display. The at least one sensor for detecting,
the position of the display can be a flux gate or other type of
clectronic compass that detects the actual orientation of the
point-of-sale display, thereby providing an indication of
whether the display 1s pointed in the right direction for
viewing by a potential customer.

In another embodiment of the mvention, the system and
method can include at least one sensor that 1s a Global
Positioning System (GPS) or other location sensor, which
can provide information regarding the actual location of the
display.

In another embodiment of the invention, a sensor can be
provided that detects the visibility of the display. The sensor
for detecting the wvisibility of the display can be a light
sensitive sensor positioned on the display itself or 1n close
proximity to the display, with the sensor determining
whether the display 1s at least partially covered or obstructed
in a manner that might aflect its visibility to a potential
customer. The light sensitive sensor can include a photore-
sistive light sensor or a photovoltaic light sensor. If a
photovoltaic light sensor 1s used to provide a signal indica-
tive of the visibility of the display, the photovoltaic light
sensor can also produce at least a portion of the power that
1s actually used by the display.

In another embodiment of the invention, at least one
sensor can be provided on the point-of-sale display with the
at least one sensor being a contact sensor that detects
removal of the display from a surface or placement of an
object over a front face of the display. Examples of contact
sensors could include electric field sensors, capacitive sen-
sors, dielectric sensors, and acoustical sensors.

In another embodiment of the invention, an infrared,
imaging, electric field, microwave or ultrasonic human
presence sensor could be provided on the point-of-sale
display to provide an indication of the proximity of people
who are potentially viewing the display.

Output from any one of the above-mentioned sensors can
be provided to a central processing unit such as a micro-
processor for comparison with predetermined values in
order to determine whether an abnormal condition affecting
the viewability of the display exists.

A method of veritying the viewability of a display accord-
ing to an embodiment of the invention, as illustrated in the
flow chart of FIG. 1, includes monitoring one or more of the
above-mentioned sensors positioned on or in close proxim-
ity to the display to detect at least one of the orientation of
the display, the location of the display or the presence of an
object blocking viewability of at least part of the display. A
signal from the at least one sensor 1s output to the central
processing unit and compared with a predetermined value to
determine whether an abnormal condition affecting view-
ability of the display exists. An alarm signal can be produced
by an alarm portion of the central processing unit when the
signal differs from the predetermined value sufliciently to
indicate an abnormal condition aflecting viewability of the
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display. The alarm signal can then be communicated using
one of a number of different communication devices to a

remote location or to a storage device.

The commumnication device for communicating the alarm
signal to a remote location could include at least one of a
wired phone, wireless phone, cell phone, PCS, wireless
digital data service, two-way data radio, two-way pager or
over the Internet.

The system and method according to the invention allows
for auditing and verification of the merchandisers that are
provided under contract to retail establishments by the
manufacturers or distributors of the goods displayed on the
merchandiser. A system and method for monitoring the
viewability of a display on a merchandiser would allow the
manufacturers displaying their products on the merchandiser
to dramatically reduce the size of the sales force that 1s now
necessary to physically change and verity the displays on the
merchandisers distributed at retailers over remote geo-
graphical locations.

The electronic display systems that are provided on the
merchandisers for allowing pricing information to be readily
modified from a central control station may already include
a central processing unit and communication device that can
be used by the system and method of the present invention
for providing verification of the viewability of the display,
thereby minimizing the cost and time involved in 1mple-
menting the verification system.

The embodiments described above are merely given as
examples and 1t should be understood that the invention 1s
not limited thereto. It 1s of course possible to embody the
invention 1n specific forms other than those described with-
out departing from the spirit of the invention. Further
modification and improvements which retain the basic
underlying principles disclosed and claimed herein, are
within the spirit and scope of the mvention.

What 1s claimed 1s:
1. A system for monitoring viewability of a point-of-sale
display, comprising:
the point-ot-sale display,
at least one sensor that detects presence, placement and
viewability of the display, and

a central processing unit that receives an output from said
sensor and compares said output with a predetermined
value to determine if an abnormal condition affecting
viewability of the display exists.

2. The system according to claim 1, wherein the at least
one sensor detects the positioning of the display.

3. The system according to claim 2, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s a tlux gate or other type of electronic compass.

4. The system according to claim 1, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s a GPS (Global Positioning System) or other
location sensor.

5. The system according to claim 1, wherein the at least
one sensor detects the viewability of the display.

6. The system according to claim 5, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s a light sensitive sensor which can detect
whether at least a portion of the display 1s covered.

7. The system according to claim 6, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s a photoresistive light sensor.

8. The system according to claim 6, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s a photovoltaic light sensor.

9. The system according to claim 8, wherein the photo-
voltaic light sensor produces at least a portion of the power
used by the display.
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10. The system according to claim 5, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s a contact sensor that detects removal of the
display from a surface or placement of an object over a front
face of the display.

11. The system according to claim 5, wherein the at least
one sensor detects the presence of an object obstructing at
least part of a view of the display.

12. The system according to claim 11, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s an electric field sensor.

13. The system according to claim 11, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s a capacitive sensor.

14. The system according to claim 11, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s a dielectric sensor.

15. The system according to claim 11, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s an acoustical sensor.

16. The system according to claim 1, wherein the at least
one sensor 1s attached to a surface of the display.

17. The system according to claim 1, further including a
communication device, the central processing unit produces
an alarm signal 11 the output from said sensor 1s different
than said predetermined value, and

the alarm si1gnal 1s communicated by said communication

device to a remote recipient or to a storage device.

18. The system according to claim 17, wherein the com-
munication device 1s at least one of a wired phone, wireless
phone, cell phone, PCS, wireless digital data service, two-
way data radio, two-way pager, or the Internet.

19. The system according to claim 18, wherein the central
processing unit and the communication device are also used
in producing the display.
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20. A method of verifying the viewability of a point-oi-
sale display, comprising: monitoring a sensor positioned 1n
the vicinity of the point-of-sale display to detect the orien-
tation of the display, the location of the display and the
presence ol an object blocking viewability of at least part of

the display;
outputting a signal from said sensor to a central process-
ing unit;
comparing the signal from said sensor with a predeter-

mined value to determine whether an abnormal condi-
tion aflecting viewability of the display exists.

21. The method according to claim 20, further including:

producing an alarm signal when the signal diflers from the
predetermined value sufliciently to indicate an abnor-
mal condition affecting viewability of the display.

22. The method according to claim 21, further including;:
commumnicating the alarm signal to a remote location.

23. The method according to claim 22, wherein the alarm
signal 1s communicated to a remote location by at least one
ol a wired phone, wireless phone, cell phone, PCS, wireless

digital data service, two-way data radio, two-way pager or
the Internet.

24. The method according to claim 21, further including:

storing the alarm signal and logging it for read out at a
later time.
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